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PROLOGUE





My personal hiding spot was just fifteen steps from the watering hole. The water was light brown, and the edges were sloped and muddy from the paws and hooves of a thousand animals. Buffalo, monkeys, zebras, gazelles, lions. On one side, there was a fallen tree with dry, dead branches surrounded by green brush. On the other side were spiny bushes with round, dark fruit. Acacia trees surrounded the watering hole.


It was a quiet place—but dangerous. Which is why I kept it a secret. Whatever worry I felt was outweighed by my need to make a haven of my own, away from the village and all its rules. As a twelve-year-old girl, I was willing to take risks for my privacy. That is part of the magic of youth—being happiest in a place where no one else thinks you should be.


On that special day, I hadn’t seen any animals, just a flock of silly sandgrouse wading at the edge of the water. But later that afternoon, I Iooked up again and there they were. Elephants. My elephants! It was the herd I’d seen before.


I was always amazed that animals so huge could move with such grace and ease, as gentle as the wind. As the elephants approached, I ducked back deeper into the brush and watched. The female I called Shaba was in the lead.


I saw her lift her trunk like a flag, sniffing the air. Can she smell me? I wondered.


If she could, she didn’t seem to mind. Shaba led the herd to the edge of the water, and they began to drink.


My heart was thumping so hard I was afraid they might hear it. No matter how many times I saw the elephants, I always felt a power that went straight through my chest.


Shaba turned away from the watering hole, and I could see what looked like a pink stub sticking out of her backside.


Is she hurt? Is she sick?


Her gray cheeks puffed in and out, and her big ears flapped. The other females crowded around her, but she backed away.


I could tell that she wanted room.


As they shuffled back and forth, the elephants kicked up swirls of reddish dust, and for a few seconds I couldn’t see what was happening.


After a minute or two, Shaba stopped and spread her back legs wide, like she was about to sit down on an invisible stool. She shook her massive head. Suddenly a shiny wet sac spilled out of her and dropped to the ground. Inside the sac, the shape was clear.


I couldn’t believe my eyes. A baby elephant!
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ONE





I felt Momma’s eyes on me the whole time I was getting dressed. She had that glassy look she did sometimes when two feelings were fighting within her, as if she were trying to make up her mind whether she was happy or sad.


It had been that way ever since Baba died. I could always tell when she was missing him, like right now. Even though almost four years had passed, whenever I thought about Baba too much, I felt a stone in my throat that made it hard to swallow.


“You look beautiful, Jama,” Momma said to me, both of us looking at my reflection in the small glass mirror leaning against a wooden table. She was lying in the way that mothers do.


I do not believe I am beautiful, maybe not even pretty, though it might be said I was something like “cute” on my best days. Normally, I much preferred the comfort of my school uniform, but that day I got a thrill from dressing up for a special occasion.


I did like the new shuka Momma’s friend Busara Kandenge brought back from her last trip to the markets in Nairobi. Momma had taken one of the carefully folded cloths—large square pieces of fabric in the traditional plaid pattern our people, the Maasai, had worn for generations—and draped it over my slim shoulders, tying it at the waist just so, to make a dress.


Then she fastened around my neck the necklace of large bright beads she had spent weeks making. We Maasai were known for our beadwork and our elaborate necklaces and jewelry. The necklace Momma made for me was a flat circle of ten rows of red, blue, and yellow beads that formed a wide, colorful collar. Today everyone would be decked out in all their favorite pieces.


I fingered the polished beads made of bone and clay and smoothed the soft wool of my shuka. The bright yellow-and-red plaid was flattering against my dark skin, and the necklace made me feel elegant and grown up—just like Momma.


Momma handed me some blush and a container of coconut oil. Makeup? This was pushing it a little much.


“Momma, do I have to?” I hated the whiny edge in my voice, but I also didn’t want her to take this primping thing too far.


“Oh, come on… just a little. It won’t hurt.” She began to massage the coconut oil onto my shaven scalp until it shone.


I could tell she was enjoying herself because she hummed the tune of “Malaika,” an old Swahili love song. “Malaika, nakupenda Malaika,” Baba used to sing to her. Angel, I love you, angel.


While she kept singing about a man who wanted to marry his “angel” but didn’t have enough money, I allowed her to rub small dots of the red crème onto my face. As a last touch, she fastened a yellow-beaded headband across my forehead and tightened the tie of my shuka so that it would stay in place no matter how much I danced today.


“There,” she said to me, satisfied, her eyes glassy again.
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TWO





Being beautiful was never something I cared much about, but I was pleased when I looked in the mirror one more time. My eyes, which normally I don’t like because they are too big, today somehow looked like they fit better with the other parts of my face. And the blush highlighted my high cheekbones, which my best friend, Nadira, called my best feature. I was happy with how much at the moment I looked like Momma, who was genuinely gorgeous. Everyone thought so—especially Baba, who always said that she looked like a woman you wrote love songs about.


“Today is going to be a wonderful day, Jama.”


I nodded with genuine enthusiasm. I had been looking forward to the Eunoto ceremony all week, all month, maybe even my whole life, actually. This was my first. Even though our village had become more diverse over the years, we still held traditional Maasai ceremonies for the Maasai members of the community.


I imagined all the boys, the junior warriors, who were also preparing right at that moment for their big day. Everyone from our village would gather to watch them officially become men, ready to marry.


In ancient tradition, the boys would live together for ten years in the emanyatta, a warriors’ camp, where they would learn how to survive in the bush and to prove they were strong and fearless by completing tasks like killing a lion. The training would prepare them to protect the tribe’s vast herds of cattle, our pride and strength as Maasai.


Our warriors were long feared, as they conquered other tribes while moving around looking for grazing land. But periods of disease and drought killed many of our people and cattle. On top of that, the white people arrived and stole land from the Maasai. Even the fiercest warriors with the mightiest spears were no match for invading armies with guns.


So our traditions have had to change. Now the men had to go to school and work, and they didn’t have the time to spend ten years in a warrior camp. And even without the new laws that have made killing wild animals illegal, no one would even think of killing a lion unless there was no other choice to protect our herds.


I thank Enkai up in the skies that the animals are protected.
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THREE





I’ll go see if Kokoo Naserian is ready to go,” I announced to Momma and bounded out the door and across the short distance from our enkajijik to Baba’s great-aunt Kokoo Naserian’s.


Our manyatta is smaller than that of some other families, just four enkajijik Momma built by hand with help from her friends, layering mud, sticks, and grass to make each small round room and roof. She then built a boma around all four huts, a fence so thick with sharp vines that no wild animals would think of trying to get in.


Our hut was small but cozy, and Momma and I slept close together, side by side on grass mats on the floor, so that I could fall asleep or wake up to her soft snores. There was a small window covered by a mesh screen, and through it I could watch the sun rise, the birds fly by, or the rain fall.


I passed the two other huts before getting to Kokoo Naserian’s on the far end. A thin stream of smoke rose from the enkajijik we use for cooking, right next to ours. Next to that the thick smell of leather greeted me from the one Momma used for her sandal-making business. Those two enkajijik were actually supposed to be for all the many, many children Momma and Baba had planned to have (one for the boys and one for the girls), but that didn’t work out. They were only able to have one child—me—before Baba died. So it was just Momma and me and Kokoo Naserian.


A few chickens pecked and clucked at me as I passed through the yard, and our skinny goat eyed me lazily. My job was to milk her, and I would need to do that tomorrow, and also collect eggs, but for now I stayed far away so as not to get dirt on my new shuka.


I leaned into the dim, narrow doorway of Kokoo Naserian’s hut. At school we had electricity, thanks to a large, loud generator, but at home we didn’t. Kokoo Naserian was just fine with that because she didn’t trust it. Her opinion was that natural light comes only from fire and sun.


Despite the bright sun hanging in the sky, I could only see her eyes, cloudy and yellowing, in the dark room lit by only a small candle. I held my breath against the musty smell—like karanga stew left on the fire too long—but not so that she would notice. Momma would murder me if I showed any disrespect to anyone, especially our elders.


Kokoo Naserian was so old she said that if Enkai up in heaven didn’t recall her back to the soil soon, the teeth that had fallen out of her mouth would start growing all over again. The other villagers had little patience for her long-winded stories, which she peppered with endless proverbs, but I adored her.


“Supa kokoo!” I greeted her.


“Supa. Is that you, Jama?” she asked, squinting into the halo of light streaming in behind me. Kokoo Naserian was also more than a little bit blind.


“Yes, Kokoo Naserian. I am here to get you. Are you ready for the celebration?” I walked over to her small wooden chair, made by Baba, to give her a kiss and help lift her up. She felt as light and delicate as a hummingbird in my arms.


“Yes, child, I’m ready. This will probably be the last Eunoto before Enkai calls me back.”


“Don’t say that, Auntie.”


I was used to this. Every day since I’d been alive, Kokoo Naserian announced that death was on her heels, even though every day she lived on, stubborn as ever and ready with another story and another lesson, and a pocketful of cashews that she munched on all day long. It was impossible to believe she wouldn’t live forever.


I didn’t know Kokoo Naserian’s exact age because she was born before people wrote birth dates down. She told me they measured age by the seasons. A child who lived through three rainy seasons was three years old. I guess the seasons were pretty regular and reliable back then because global warming hadn’t arrived to mess up the environment and the weather.


Kokoo Naserian was born about ten seasons after the British forced the Maasai from their land. From my history lessons I know that happened in the year 1911, which made her around one hundred years old. This was why she had so many tales to tell. I was fully prepared for her to start in with stories of Eunotos past and give me a long lecture about the importance of maintaining our traditions because Kokoo Naserian’s favorite subject was “the old ways,” but that morning she was uncharacteristically quiet.
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FOUR





Kokoo Naserian leaned heavily on her walking stick as we shuffled slowly to the thatched gate of our boma, where Momma was waiting for us.


The sun glinted off the sparkling beads that formed a crown around Momma’s shaved head. Her bright smile took up the entire bottom half of her face. For now, happiness was winning over sadness. Momma always said that we would be okay if we could keep that balance right.


“Are you ready to dance, Kokoo Naserian?” Momma called out, a gleeful sparkle in her eye.


The old woman attempted to swing her neck from side to side, laughing.


When we got close to Momma, I suddenly threw my arms around her in a big hug. She looked just as shocked as I was that I had done that.


I wasn’t a little girl anymore, always hugging Momma or climbing into her lap or tugging her hand, but in that moment, I had this feeling that I was a child again, as if Momma were walking me to my first day of school.


Sometimes this happened lately, a feeling that came out of nowhere. Sometimes it was joy, or just as often it was anger, mostly that Baba died. These feelings washed over me without reason or explanation, like rainstorms.


I felt shy as soon as I let go. I walked a few steps ahead the rest of the way.


We followed the rocky dirt path past our neighbors’ manyattas, which were already empty since everyone had left for the ceremony. We passed many cattle pens, some of the cows’ big eyes looking up from the grass to follow us as we walked by. I loved that the land was so flat and that I could see far in the distance in all directions, endless stretches of tall tan grass dotted with dark green bushes and acacia trees.


When Kokoo Naserian was a little girl, our people still moved around a lot over many hundreds of miles, allowing the vast herds of prized cattle to graze in different pastures, but now we’ve settled into towns. It would be nice to travel around and live in different places in different seasons, but it is also nice to have a home.


I was born right where I live, in the same room where I still slept every night. It was all I’d ever known, and it made me feel safe to know this land, its smell, its sounds, like I knew my own body.


Just then two goaway birds, with tall crowns of feathers like a unicorn horn, swooped down and let out their distinctive loud call, like the squawks of a newborn baby. They called to each other again and again as if they knew there was a big celebration today and shared our excitement.


Kokoo Naserian moved so slowly that it took twice as long to walk into the village as it normally took for Momma and me, but soon we started to smell the roasting meat and hear the horns and the general commotion of excitement getting louder and louder. It sounded like all of Kenya had come to celebrate.
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FIVE





Everyone was gathered in front of the school, a small one-room building made of red bricks bleached orange by the bright sun. Across from the school was a row of small stalls, tables separated by corrugated metal sheets, where people sold fruit and beads and grains.


I left Momma and Kokoo Naserian there and went to find Nadira. I was hoping she would be with her family, but she was gathered with a group of girls from school—Halisi, Endana, Lisha, and Kitwana—in front of the big silver bell at the edge of the schoolyard.


They made a tight circle, shoulder to shoulder, as intimidating and impenetrable as the tightly entwined fence of our boma. Just like a lion, I would have a hard time getting in, so I started to turn away, but Nadira had already spotted me and waved me over, shuffling a little to make room for me.


“Is that my Jama, in makeup? It is a special day!” She laughed teasingly and put her palm to my cheek. Then she grabbed my hand and squeezed, and I was so grateful.


These days, I never knew which Nadira I was going to get. Sometimes it was still like old times. We had, after all, been playing together side by side since we took our very first steps. Our mothers said we were sisters born under the same moon, just four days apart.


Nadira knew every secret that I ever had in my life: how sometimes I felt that it was my fault that Baba died; how I once stole a small stone bracelet from our mothers’ friend Akini’s market stall just to see if I could, but then returned it because the guilt ate away at me; how I was so scared when my blood came a few months ago because I thought I had cut myself down there and would get an infection like the one that killed Baba.


Nadira always understood and didn’t judge me. For her part, she told me secrets, too, like that sometimes she didn’t believe in Enkai but that she worried he would punish her for not having faith in him. I laughed and explained that she couldn’t both worry what Enkai thought of her and also not believe in his existence. She laughed then, too. I was relieved to realize that although she questioned her belief in Enkai, it persisted nonetheless.


Lately all her confessions were about Jehlani and how she dreamt about him and how badly she wanted to be allowed to marry him and how she couldn’t wait to move to Nairobi one day and go to places where she could dance with Jehlani to loud music.


I might like to go to Nairobi one day, too—minus the dancing to loud music. But as for Jehlani, I didn’t understand why she, or anyone, would want to marry him. Or any of the boys we knew, for that matter. All they wanted to do was play soccer and make sure everyone was looking at them.


This was part of the problem with Nadira and me. All she wanted to talk about was boys and getting married and what a great wife she was going to be, even though she was only twelve like me. I had started to realize that while she and the other girls dreamt about being with them, I dreamt of having the same freedom and power as the boys. Then I could run as fast as I wanted, and learn as much as I wanted, and also hate skirts and dresses without anyone judging me and reminding me what was “appropriate.” I could maybe go to university even, which is what I longed to do. I wanted to study ways to help the animals and the earth, which was becoming too hot and dry.


Standing with the girls, I felt my cheeks grow hot remembering how a few weeks ago, after school in the courtyard, Nadira had told me that some of them were talking about me. “Jama’s head is up in the clouds,” they had said. “She thinks she’s so smart.”


I don’t think Nadira meant it to sound as mean as it did. And, anyway, they were right: I did believe I was smart, and I didn’t think it was a bad thing, either. But that is how they meant it, so tears had still pricked my eyes. I blinked them away so quickly that Nadira wouldn’t have noticed.


She had been distracted anyway, staring at the boys playfully wrestling in the schoolyard. Just like she was staring now. All the girls were. Their high-pitched giggles sounded loud and unnatural. I looked over to see who they were watching.
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